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ABSTRACT 



This thesis argues that the chairmen of the defense-related committees in the House 
and Senate continue to wield enormous power offer defense legislation. 

This thesis is based on a detailed empirical analysis of the fate of amendments 
offered to the defense authorization and appropriation bills from 1981-1992. To measure 
the power of the chairmen, the thesis assesses how often their positions were sustained on 
floor amendments. Data also is analyzed on which members tended to offer amendments, 
whether the passage rate was higher for amendments that did not alter defense spending, 
and a variety of related issues. 

It was found that on 95.53% of amendments offered to defense authorization bill in 
the Senate and 95.1% in the House, the full Senate and House voted in accordance with 
the preference of the chairmen of their respective Armed Services Committees. An even 
higher percentage of victory (96.1) was achieved by the chairmen of the House and Senate 
Defense Appropriations Subcommittees. Data analysis shows that when amendments are 
offered to defense legislation, committee chairmen still call the shots. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL THESIS 



This thesis argues that the Chairmen of the Senate and 
House Armed Services Committees, Senator Sam Nunn (D-Ga) and 
Representative Les Aspin (D-Wi) wield considerable power over 
defense budgeting in their respective houses of Congress. The 
current political science literature on the subject claims the 
opposite: in particular, the chairmen have been losing power 
since the mid-1970's because their legislation has been 
amended increasingly often on the House and Senate floor. 

Amendment data can provide an important indication of a 
chairman's influence. No chairman wants to see his 
legislation altered by any amendment he opposes. However, 
little empirical work has been done using recent amendment 
voting to test the widespread notion that chairmen are losing 
power. Thus a detailed empirical analysis of the fate of 
amendments to the defense authorization and appropriations 
bills from 1981-1992 was conducted. To measure the power of 
the chairmen, the thesis assessed how often their positions 
were sustained on floor amendments. 

Also, the data was analyzed on which members tended to offer 
amendments, whether the passage rate was higher for amendments 
that did not alter defense spending and a variety of related 
issues. Analysis included the total number of amendments 
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offered in bofh the Senate and the House to Defense 
Authorization Bills. Evaluated as a block over the whole 
period and on a year by year basis, the data was analyzed and 
compared who offered the amendment, whether it was offered by 
a Republican or a Democrat, and whether it was offered by a 
committee member or a non-committee member. Next the thesis 
examined and compared the passage rates of Republican versus 
Democrat amendments and the passage rates of committee member 
versus non-committee member amendments. The last thing that 
studied on the Authorization Bills was the chair's position 
regarding the amendments that passed, were rejected and the 
total of the two added together. 

The thesis contends the main reason that the chairmen 
still have power is the total percentage of the chair's vote. 
The total of the chair's vote is the statistic that proves 
that the chairmen still have power. In the Senate, 95.53% of 
the time the chairman's vote was the ultimate fate of the 
amendment. The total of the chairman's vote in the House was 
just slightly lower at 95.1%. 

Thus a final conclusion is that the chairmen of the House 
and Senate Armed Services Committees and to a lesser extent 
the chairmen of the Subcommittees on Defense Appropriations 
still wield a considerable amount of power in the defense 
budgeting process. This is important for several reasons. 
First, members in both the House and the Senate should realize 
this so if they want to get their amendment passed they need 



Vll 



to have the support of the chairman. More importantly the 
Secretary of Defense and the leaders of the four services 
should understand that when they want something that is very 
important to them regarding the defense budget, they will 
primarily have to sell their desires to the chairman and the 
ranking minority member of the defense committees. They do 
not have to talk to each and every Senator or Congressman. 
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I. Introduction 



This thesis argues that the Chairmen of the Senate and 
House Armed Services Committees, Senator Sam Nunn (D-Ga) and 
Representative Les Aspin (D-Wi) wield considerable power over 
defense budgeting in their respective house of Congress. This 
thesis conflicts with the conventional wisdom in the recent 
literature on Congress, which argues that after the Vietnam 
War, the power of committee chairman declined sharply and was 
defused among more Senators and Representatives. To examine 
how powerful the chairman are in controlling defenses spending 
legislation, this thesis conducts an empirical analysis of 
House and Senate voting on amendments offered to defense 
authorization legislation during 1981-1992. 

The Committee Chairmen who have dealt with the defense 
budget in both the Senate and the House of Representatives 
have always played an important role when it comes to shaping 
our country's defense and our defense policy. Each and every 
chairman has run his committee his own way. However historic 
activity within the Senate and House Armed Services Committees 
can be divided into two eras. 

The first era covers the initial 180 years or so of 
interaction between Congress and the military. During this 
era the chairman was usually the most informed committeeman 
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and the person the rest of the committee turned to for help. 
The committees relied on the different branches of the 
military to provide assistance to the committee to aid them 
when they were faced with a difficult decision. Basically, 
though, the man who sat in the committee chairman's seat was 
the most powerful member of his respective branch of Congress. 
Other members of Congress did not worry too much about the 
military unless their district had a military base or a 
military contractor. The chairman was able to dictate how his 
respective house voted on defense issues. 

The second era emerged at the end of the Vietnam War and 
after the Watergate scandal. Members of Congress became 
disillusioned with the way the White House was running the 
war. They increasingly became more interested in defense 
issues . This interest increased after Watergate with the 
election of a new and large freshman class of Representatives 
and Senators who came in with a new idea on how to run things . 
They looked to make Congress more influential regarding 
defense matters. This new group broke some old traditions and 
this led to the new era. James M. Lindsay, Congress and 
Nuclear Weapons , and Barry M. Blechman, The Politics of 
National Security: Congress and U.S. Defense Policy call this 
era one of power diffusion. They contend that over the last 
20 years, power in Congress has been spread out among its 
members at the expense of committee chairman. They feel that 
this is especially true with regard to the defense budget. 
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I disagree with both Mr. Lindsay and Mr. Blechman. I 
believe that today's chairmen, Senator Nunn(D-Ga) and 
Representative Aspin(D-Wi), both have considerable power and 
have continued to influence the activity of their respective 
houses on defense issues. To prove this an empirical analysis 
of their votes on the amendments that are offered to the bills 
was conducted. It goes through the last 12 years of 
Authorization Bills in the House and the last 11 years in the 
Senate and determines how the committee chair voted and 
compares that with whether the measure was passed or defeated. 
Similarly, the thesis also examines the last 11 years of 
Appropriations bills in the House and Senate. This analysis 
illustrates that if the chair was in favor of the measure it 
passed and if he was against it, the measure was either 
defeated, tabled or withdrawn. In the end, this analysis 
still proves that the committee chairs do have a lot of power 
when it comes to the defense budget and defense issues. 
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II. History and Membership of the Defense Committee 



The history of the defense committees in Congress is 
quite intriguing. The defense committees have played an 
important role in defense matters over the years. The history 
of the defense committees can be divided up into two different 
and distinct eras. Each of the eras has a history all of its 
own. The dividing point between the two eras is the end of 
United States involvement in the Vietnam War and Watergate. 

During the first era which lasted until 1970, the 
committees were ruled by strong chairmen who were hawkish on 
defense matters. Furthermore, the committees themselves were 
made up of members who themselves were hawks. On most of the 
important and substantive issues, the defense committees and 
their chairmen almost always deferred to military expertise. 1 
The common belief shared among most of the legislators was 
best stated by that of long time House Armed Services 
Committee Chairman Carl Vinson (D-Ga) that "military men 
should make military decisions." 2 This belief is a great 
example of how the defense committees did business in the 



James M. Lindsay, Congress And Nuclear Weapons , 
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1991), 23. 

2 . Ibid. 
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first era, they trusted the Defense Department and had a good 
working relationship with the Department of Defense. 

Another characteristic of this era is the length of 
the chairman's reign. An example is Rep. Vinson, who was 
Chairman of the House Armed Services Committee for nearly 
three decades. 

The functioning of Congressional Committee activity 
regarding defense policy started to change in the late 60 's 
and early 70 's, when large numbers of younger and more liberal 
members were elected to Congress based on their anti-war 
positions. Unfortunately, these new members did not have the 
same trust in the Department of Defense, hence the trust of 
Congress as a whole started to ebb. The Congress and 
especially the doves of the House and Senate, who were given 
a public mandate to change the manner in which Congress 
affected defense policy, were not that fond of the military 
and, were now given a good reason to change things. They were 
not pleased with the way the war was being run by both the 
Department of Defense and Presidents Johnson and Nixon. They 
wanted to change the old policies, so they set out to reform 
bureaucratic activity within Congress. 

The first of these reforms came in 1970 with the passage 
of the Legislative Reorganization Act which was sponsored by 
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